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IS THE AGGRESSION NORMAL OR 
PATHOLOGICAL?

• What is normal?

• Let’s look at the SOCIOECOLOGY of the species

• Troop – large animals, do not travel a lot, spend most time on the ground – PREY 

• 1 male – dominant to all females, keeps a group of females for reproduction

• Multiple (3-5) females, related or unrelated, no clear linear hierarchy, low 
cooperation, compete over food – stay with a male for protection from predation 
and infanticide – females can leave a group to find a stronger male



NORMAL AGGRESSION

• > 75% aggression and supplant between females over food 

• Followed by harassment (may be  unprovoked)

• Nearly half of aggressive encounters result in wounds for one or both gorillas (Watts 1994)

• Male can intervene, typically protecting the submissive female

• Females can leave the group for a stronger male

• OBSERVATIONS OF GORILLAS IN THEIR NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

• Not valid for gorillas in captivity

• In captivity, case-by-case analysis of the external and internal environment



CLINICAL REASONING

• Inductive reasoning process that, through a critical analysis of signs in 
the external and internal environment, allows reaching a determination 
or diagnosis 

• External environment

• Troop composition

• Confinement

• Facilities

• Climate

• Other animals (including humans)

• Nutrition



CLINICAL REASONING

• Inductive reasoning process that, through a critical analysis of signs in the external 
and internal environment, allows reaching a determination or diagnosis 

• Internal environment 

• Physical Health

• Pain, discomfort 

• Aging 

• Behavioral Signs

• Objective measurements: ethogram

• Individual temperament

• Cognition

• Standardized testing



APPLICATION TO ASSESS 
AGGRESSION IN A TROOP OF 
CAPTIVE GORILLAS

• Alessandro Lamacchia VMD

• Troop: 1  male and 3 females

1. 39 years, male (Silverback)

2. 30 years, female

3. 25 years, female

4. 8 years, female, daughter of #1 and #2

• Frequent but variable aggression involving all animals

• External factors considered as possible triggers

• Contraception (Internal?)

• Nutrition/enrichment

• Unruly young individuals



APPLICATION TO ASSESS 
AGGRESSION IN A TROOP OF 
CAPTIVE GORILLAS 

• Additional questions?

• Is the age of Silverback affecting the stability of the group?

• What is the temperament of the individuals (anxiety, fear, distress, 
aggressiveness)?

• Phase 1: Measuring baseline behavior and environmental changes

• Ethogram “What do the gorillas actually do?”

• Record changes in external and internal environment

• Phase 2: Measuring interactions with other external and internal 
factors
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